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Foreword: Why is Wagner 
Worth Saving? 


Slavoj Zizek 


When Adorno’ essay on Wagner first appeared, it set new standards 
in the vast field of Wagner studies—for the first time, the Marxist 
reading of a musical work of art as a cipher of social antagonisms 
was combined with (and grounded in) the highest musicological 
analysis. In Search: of Wagner was drafted in the late 1930s as part of 
Adorno’s ongoing exploration of the ideological roots of Nazism; 
Adorno’s main thesis— Wagner's music as a monument to betrayed 
revolution, paradomically combining the conservative rejection of 
capitalist modernity with formal elements of the very commodity 
fetishism he was fighting—enables us to conceive Wagner's anti- 
Semitism not as a personal idiosyncrasy, but as a feature inscribed 
into the very artistic texture of his works. However, what is much 
less known is that later, in a series of occasional short texts from the 
1950s and 1960s, Adorno gradually changed his position into a 
more positive appreciation of Wagner. Our task today, and the true 
act of fidelity to Adorno’s legacy, is to further develop this 
unfinished work of rehabilitating Wagner. 

The debate on ‘Wagner and politics’ usually centres on the 
change in the ending of The Twilight of the Gods: from Feuerbach 
to Schopenhauer, from the revolutionary assertion of the new 
humanity delivered from the oppressive rule of gods, and finally 
free to enjoy love, to the reactionary resignation and disavowal of 
the very will to life—in a paradigmatic case of ideological 
miystification, Wagner inflates the defeat of the revolution and his 
betrayal of the revolutionary ideals into the end of the world itself. 
However, on a closer look, it soon becomes clear that the true state 
of things rather resembles the good old Soviet joke about 
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Rabinovitch: Did he really win a car in the lottery? In principle, 
yes, only it wasn’t a car but a bicycle; besides, he didn’t win it, it 
was stolen from him . . . So the standard story of the changed 
ending of The Tivilight of the Gods is also in principle true, only that 
the ending we actually have is closer to the original one (people, 
common mortals, do survive and just stare as mute witnesses at the 
cosmic catastrophe of gods); furthermore, the early revolutionary 
Wagner is defmitely more proto-Fascist than the late one—his 
‘revolution’ looks rather like the restitution of the organic unity of 
the people who, led by the Prince, have swept away the rule of 
money embodied in Jews. 

However, the true problem lies elsewhere. In the Ring, Wagner 
addresses the fimdamental ethico-political question of German 
idealism: how is it possible to unite love and Law? In contrast to 
German idealists, whose political vision involved the hope of a rec- 
onciliation between the assertion of an authentic intersubjective 
bond of love and the demands of the objective social order of con- 
tracts and laws, Wagner is no longer prone to accept this solution. 
His apprehension articulates itself in the opposition between 
Wotan and Alberich, between contractual symbolic authority and 
a spectral invisible Master: Wotan is a figure of symbolic authority, 
he is the ‘God of contracts’, his will is bound by the Word, by the 
symbolic pact (the giant Fasolt tells him: ‘What you are, you are 
through contracts only’), whereas Alberich is an all-powerful 
because invisible agent not bound by any law: 


Nibelungs all, 

bow down to Alberich! 

He is everywhere, 

watching you! 

... You must work for him, 
though you cannot see him! 
When you don't think he’s there, 
You'd better expect him! 

You're subject to him for ever! 


Wagner's crucial insight is, of course, that this opposition is inher- 
ent to Wotan himself: the very gesture of establishing the rule of 
Law contains the seeds of its ruin—why? Wagner is here guided 
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by a perception which was given different theoretical articulations 
by Marx, Lacan and Derrida: equivalent exchange is a deceptive 
mirage—what it conceals is the very excess on which it is 
grounded. The domain of contracts, of giving and receiving some- 
thing in return, is sustained by a paradoxical gesture which provides 
in its very capacity of withholding—a kind of generative lack, a 
withdrawal which opens up space, a lack which acw as a surplus. 
This gesture can be conceptualized as the Derridean gift, the pri- 
mordial Yes! of our openness to dissemination, or as the primordial 
loss, the Lacanian ‘symbolic castration’. (In Wagner’s mythical 
space, this violent gesture of grounding the domain of legal 
exchange is depicted as Wotan’s tearing out of the World Ash-Tree, 
from which he then cuts out his spear and inscribes on it the runes 
containing laws; this act is followed by a whole series of similar ges- 
tures: Alberich snatching the gold, Siegmund pulling out the sword 
. . .) Wagner is thus well aware that the very balance of exchange 
is grounded on the disturbance of the primordial balance, on a 
traumatic loss, ‘out-of-joint’, which opens up the space of social 
exchange. However, at this crucial point, the critique of exchange 
becomes ambivalent: it either endeavours to assert the primordial 
Yes!, the irreducible excess of the openness towards the Otherness 
which cannot be constrained by the field of balanced exchange, of 
its ‘closed economy’; or it aims at restoring the primordial balance 
prior to this excessive gesture. Wagner's rejection of (the society of) 
exchange, which provides the basis of his anti-Semitism, amounts 
to an attempt to regain the prelapsarian balance. Nowhere is this 
more obvious than in his sexual politics which asserts the incestu- 
ous link against the exogamic exchange of women: Sieglinde and 
Siegmund, the ‘good’ incestuous couple, against Sieglinde and 
Hunding, the ‘bad’ couple based on exchange; Briinhilde and 
Siegfried against two further couples based on exchange 
(Briinhilde and Giinther, Gutrune and Siegfried) . . . 

In dealing with Wagner's anti-Semitism, we should always bear 
in mind that the opposition of German true spirit versus Jewish 
principle is not the original one: there is a third term, modernity, 
the reign of exchange, of the dissolution of organic bonds, of 
modern industry and individuality. The theme of exchange and 
contracts is the central theme of the Ring. Wagner's attitude towards 
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modernity is not simply negative but much more ambiguous: he 
wants to enjoy its fruits, while avoiding its disintegrative effects— 
in short, Wagner wants to have his cake and eat it. For that reason, 
he needs a Jew: so that, first, modernity —this abstract, impersonal 
process— is given a human face, is identified with a concrete, pal- 
pable feature; then, in a second move, by rejecting the Jew which 
gives body to all that is disintegrated in modernity, we can retain 
its advantages. In short, anti-Semitism does not stand for anti- 
modernism as such, but for an attempt at combining modernity 
with social corporatism which is characteristic of conservative rev- 
olutionaries. So, since the rule of Law, the society of ‘contracts’, is 
founded on an act of illegitimate violence, Law not only has to 
betray love but also has to violate its own highest principles: 


The purpose of their [‘the gods’] higher world order is moral conscious- 
ness: but they are tainted by the very injustice they hunt down; ftom the 
depths of Nibelheim {where Alberich dwells} the consciousness of their 
guilt echoes back threateningly.' 


Aware of this impasse, Wotan concocts the figure of the hero not 
bound by any symbolic bond and thereby fiee to deliver the fallen 
universe of contracts. This aspect of Wagner is to be located within 
the great ideologico-political crisis of the late nineteenth century 
which turns around the malfunctioning of ‘investiture’, the 
assumption and performance of the paternal mandate of symbolic 
authority. This crisis found its most aggravated expression in the 
fate of Daniel Paul Schreber, whose memoirs were analyzed by 
Freud. Schreber fell into psychotic delirium at the very moment 
when he was to assume the position of a judge, that is, a function 
of public symbolic authority: he was not able to come to terms 
with this stain of obscenity as the integral part of the functioning 
of symbolic authority. The crisis thus breaks out when the obscene, 
joyful underside of the paternal authority becomes visible—and is 
not Alberich the paradigmatic case of the obscene ludic father on 
account of which Schreber failed in his investiture? The most dis~ 
turbing scene of the entire Ring, the ‘mother of all Wagnerian 


} Carl Dablhaus, Richard Wagner's Music Dramas, Cambridge 1979, P. 97- 
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scenes’, Wagner at his best, is probably the dialogue between 
Alberich and Hagen at the beginning of the Act II of The Tivilight 
of the Gods: Wagner put a tremendous amount of work into it and 
considered it one of his greatest achievements According to 
‘Wagner's own stage indications, throughout this scene Hagen must 
act as if asleep: Alberich is not effectively there, as a part of every- 
day reality. He is rather a member of the ‘undead’ who appears as 
Hagen’s Alptraum, nightmare or, literally, ‘elf-dream’ (another occa- 
sion which would fully justify the procedure of staging part of the 
action as the delirious delusion of one of the stage persons). We all 
know the classical Freudian dream in which the dead son appears 
to his father, addressing him with a horrifying reproach ‘Father, 
can’t you see I’m burning?’ What we have in this scene from The 
Tivilight of the Gods is a father appearing to his son, addressing him 
with ‘My son, can’t you see I’m burning?’ — burning with obscene 
enjoyment underlying his overwhelming passion to take revenge. 
When confronted with such a figure of a humiliated, ludic, tragi- 
comical dwarf of a father, what can the subject do but assume an 
attitude of shuddering coldness which contrasts clearly with the 
father’s overexcited agitation—it is here, in the figure of Hagen, 
that we have to look for the genesis of the so-called ‘totalitarian 
subject’. That is to say, far from involving a ‘repressive’ symbolic 
authority, the ‘totalitarian’ subject rather emerges as a reaction to 
the paternal authority gone awry, run amok: a humiliated father, a 
father transformed into the obscene figure of ludic enjoyment, is 
the symptom of the ‘totalitarian’ subject. 

The dark figure of Hagen is profoundly ambiguous: although ini- 
tially depicted as a dark plotrer, both in the Nibelungenlied and in 
Fritz Lang’s film, Die Nibelungen, he emerges as the ultimate hero of 
the entire work and is redeemed at the end as the supreme case of 
the Nibelungentreve, fidelity to death for one’s cause (or, rather, to 
the Master who stands for this cause), asserted in the final slaughter 
at Attila’s court. The conflict here is between fidelity to the Master 
and our everyday moral obligations: Hagen stands for a kind of 
teleological suspension of morality on behalf of fidelity, he is the 
ultimate Gefolgsmann. Significantly, it is only Wagner who depicts 
Hagen as a figure of Evil—is this not an indication of how Wagner 
nonetheless belongs to the modern epoch of freedom? And is Lang’s 
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return to the positive Hagen not an indication of how the twenti- 
eth century marked the re-emergence of a new barbarism? It was 
Wagner's genius to intuit ahead of his time the rising figure of the 
ruthless Fascist executive who is at the same time a rabble-rousing 
demagogue (recall Hagen’s terrifying Mdnnerruf)—a worthy sup- 
plement to his other great intuition, that of a hysterical woman 
(Kundry), well before this figure overwhelmed European con- 
sciousness (in Charcot's clinic, in art from Ibsen to Schoenberg). 

‘What makes Hagen a ‘proto-Fascist’is his role as the unconditional 
support for the weak ruler (King Giinther): he does for Giinther the 
‘dirty jobs’ which, although necessary, have to remain concealed from 
the public gaze—‘Unsere Ehre heisst Treue’. We find this stance— 
a kind of murror-reversal of the Beautiful Sou! which refuses to dirty 
its hands—at its purest in the rightist admiration for the heroes who 
are ready to do the necessary dirty work: it is easy to do a noble thing 
for one’s country, right up to sacrificing one’s life for it—it is much 
more difficult to commit a crime for one’s country when it is needed 
. .. Hitler knew very well how to play this double game apropos the 
Holocaust, using Himmiler as his Hagen. In the speech to the SS 
leaders in Posen on 4 October 1943, Himmler spoke quite openly 
about the mass killing of the Jews as ‘a glorious page in our history, 
and one that has never been written and never can be written’, expli- 
citly including the killing of women and children: 


I did not regard myself as justified in exterminating the men—that is to 
say, to kill them or have them killed—and to allow the avengers in the 
shape of children to grow up for our sons and grandchildren. The difficult 
decision had to be taken to have this people disappear from the earth. 


This is Hagen’s 7reue brought to an extreme—however, was the 
paradoxical price for Wagner's negative portrayal of Hagen not his 
Judifizierung? A lot of historicist work has been done recently trying 
to bring out the contextual ‘true meaning’ of the Wagnerian figures 
and tropes: the pale Hagen is really a masturbating Jew; Amfortas’s 
wound is really syphilis . . . The idea is that Wagner is mobilizing 
historical codes known to everyone in his epoch: when a person 
stumbles, sings in cracking high tones, makes nervous gestures, and 
so forth, ‘everyone knew’ this to be a Jew, so Mime from Siegfried 
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is a caricature of a Jew; the fear of syphilis as the illness in the groin 
one gets from having intercourse with an ‘impure’ woman was an 
obsession in the second half of the nineteenth century, so it was 
‘clear to everyone’ that Amfortas really contracted syphilis from 
Kundry . . . Marc Weiner developed the most perspicuous version 
of this decoding by focusing on the micro-texnire of Wagner's 
musical dramas—manner of singing, gestures, smells—it is at this 
level of what Deleuze would have called pre-subjective affects that 
anti-Semitism is operative in Wagner's operas—in the way 
Beckmesser sings, in the way Mime complains—even if Jews are 
not explicitly mentioned. 

However, the first problem here is that, even if accurate, such 
insights do not contribute much to a pertinent understanding of 
the work in question. One often hears that, in order to understand 
a work of art, one needs to know its historical context. Against this 
historicist commonplace, one should affirm that too much of a his- 
torical context can blur the proper contact with a work of art—in 
order to properly grasp, say, Parsifal, one should abstract from such 
historical trivia, one should decontextualize the work, tear it out 
from the context in which it was originally embedded. Even more, 
it is, rather, the work of art itself which provides a context enabling 
us to properly understand a given historical situation. [f, today, 
someone were to visit Serbia, the direct contact with raw data there 
would leave them confused. If, however, they were to read a couple 
of literary works and see a couple of representative movies, these 
would definitely provide the context that would enable them to 
comprehend the raw data of their experience. There is thus an 
unexpected truth in the old cynical wisdom from the Stalinist 
Soviet Union: “he lies as an eye-witness!” 

There is another, more fundamental, problem with such histori- 
cist decoding; it is not enough to ‘decode’ Alberich, Mime, Hagen 
and so on as Jews, making the point that the Ring is one big anti- 
Semitic tract, a story about how Jews, by renouncing love and opting 
for power, brought corruption to the universe; the more basic fact 
is that the anti-Semitic figure of the Jew iwelf is not a direct ultimate 
referent, but is already encoded, a cipher of ideological and social 
antagonisms. And the same goes for syphilis: in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, it was, together with tuberculosis, the other 
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big case of ‘illness as a metaphor’,? serving as an encoded message 
about socio-sexua] antagonisms, and this is the reason why people 
were so obsessed by it—not because of its direct real threat, but 
because of the ideological surplus-investment in it. An appropriate 
reading of Wagner should take this fact into account and not merely 
‘decode’ Alberich as a Jew, but also ask the question: how does 
‘Wagner's encoding refer to the ‘original’ social antagonism of which 
the (anti-Semitic figure of the) ‘Jew’ itself is already a cipher? 

A further counter-argument is that Siegfried, Mime’s opponent, 
is in no way simply the beautiful Aryan blonde hero—his portrait 
is much more ambiguous. The short last scene of Act I of The 
Tivilight (Siegftied’s violent abduction of Briinhilde; under the 
cover of Tarnhelm, Siegfried poses as Giinther) is a shocking inter- 
lude of extreme brutality and ghost-like nightmarish quality. What 
makes it additionally interesting is one of the big inconsistencies of 
the Ring: why does Siegfried, after brutally subduing Briinhilde, 
put his sword between the two when they lie down, to prove that 
they will not have sex, since he is just doing a service to his friend, 
the weak King Ginther? To whom does he have to prove this? Is 
Brinhilde not supposed to think that he is Giinther? Before she is 
subdued, Brinhilde displays to the masked Siegfried her hand with 
the ring on it, trusting that the ring will serve as protection; when 
Siegfried brutally tears the ring off her hand, this gesture has to be 
read as the repetition of the first extremely violent robbery of the 
ring in the Scene IV of Rhinegold, when Wotan tears the ring off 
Alberich’s hand. The horror of this scene is that it displays 
Siegfried’s brutality in naked form, in its raw state: it somehow 
‘depsychologises’ Siegfried, rendering him visible as an inhdman 
monster, that is, the way he ‘really is’, deprived of his deceiving 
mask—this is the effect of the potion on him. 

There is effectively in Wagner's Siegfried an unconstrained 
‘innocent’ aggressivity, an urge to directly pass to the act and just 
squash whatever gets on your nerves—as in Siegfried’s wards to 
Mime in Act I of Siegfried: 


when I watch you standing, 
shufBing and shambling, 


2 Susan Sontag, Hines as Metaphor & AIDS and Its Metaphors, 1989. 
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servilely stooping, squinting and blinking, 
I long to seize you by your nodding neck 
and make an end of your obscene blinking! 


The sound of the original German is here even more impressive: 


seh’ich dich stehn, gangeln und gehn, 
knicken und nicken, 

mit den Augen zwicken, 

beim Genick moecht'ich den Nicker packen, 
den Garaus gehen dem garst’gen Zwicker! 


The same outburst is repeated cwice in Act II: 


‘That shuffling and slinking, 
those eyelids blinking — 

how long must I 

endure the sight? 

When shall I be rid of this fool? 


Das eklige Nicken 

und Augenzwicken, 

wann endlich soll ich’s 

nicht mehr sehn, 

wann werd ich den Albernen los? 


And, just a little bit later: 


Shuffling and slinking, 

grizzled and grey, 

small and crooked, 

limping and hunchbacked, 

with ears that are drooping, eyes that are bleary . . . 
Off with the imp! I hope he’s gone for good! 


Grade so garstig, 

griesig und grau, 

Klein und krumm, 

hoeckrig und hinkend, 

mit haengenden Ohren, 
triefigen Augen— 

Fort mit dem Alb! 

Ich mag ihn nicht mehr sehn. 
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Is this not the most elementary disgust, repulsion felt by the ego 
when confronted with the intruding foreign body? One can easily 
imagine a neo-Nazi skinhead uttering just the same words in the 
face of a worn-out Turkish Gastarbeiter . . . 

And, fmally, one should not forget that, in the Ring, the source 
of all Evil is not Alberich’s fatal choice in the first scene of 
Rhinegold. Long before this event took place, Wotan broke the 
natural balance, succumbing to the lure of power, giving prefer- 
ence to power over love—he tore out and destroyed the World 
Ash-Tree, making out of it his spear on which he inscribed the 
runes fixating the laws of his rule, and he plucked out one of his 
eyes in order to gain insight into inner truth. Evil thus does not 
come from the Outside—the insight of Wotan’s tragic ‘mono- 
logue with Briinhilde’ in Act II of Walkure is that the power of 
Alberich and the prospect of the ‘end of the world’ is ultimately 
Wotan’s own guilt, the result of his ethical fiasco—in Hegelese, 
external opposition is the effect of inner contradiction. No 
wonder, then, that Wotan is called the ‘White Alb’ in contrast to 
the “Black Alb’ Alberich—if anything, Wotan’s choice was ethi- 
cally worse than Alberich’s: Alberich longed for love and only 
turned towards power after being brutally mocked and turned 
down by the Rhinemaidens, while Wotan turned to power after 
fully enjoying the fruits of love and getting tired of them. One 
should also bear in mind that, after his moral fiasco in (Walkure, 
Wotan turns into ‘Wanderer’ —a figure of the Wandering Jew like 
the first great Wagnerian hero, the Flying Dutchman, this ‘Ahasver 
des Ozeans’, 

And the same goes for Parsifal which is not about an elitist circle 
of the pure-blooded threatened by external contamination (copu- 
lation with the Jewess Kundry). There are two complications to this 
image: first, Klingsor, the evil magician and Kundry’s Master, is 
himself an ex-Grail knight, he comes from within; second, if one 
reads the text really closely, one cannot avoid the conclusion that 
the true source of Evil, the primordial imbalance which derailed 
the Grail community, resides at its very centre—it is Titurel’s 
excessive and fixated enjoyment of the Grail which is at the origins 
of the misfortune. The true figure of Evil is Titurel, this obscene 
pere-jouisseur (perhaps comparable to the giant worm-like members 
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of the Space Guild from Frank Herbert’s Dune, whose bodies are 
disgustingly distorted because of their excessive consumption of 
the ‘spice’). 

This, then, undermines the anti-Semitic perspective according 
to which the disturbance always ultimately comes from outside, in 
the guise of a foreign body which throws out of joint the balance 
of the social organism: for Wagner, the external intruder (Alberich) 
is just a secondary repetition, an externalization, of an absolutely 
immanent inconsistency/antagonism (of Wotan). With reference 
to Brecht’s famous ‘What is the robbery of a bank compared to the 
founding of a new bank?’, one is tempted to say: “What is a poor 
Jew’s stealing of the gold compared to the violence of the Aryan’s 
[Wotan’s] grounding of the rule of Law?” 

One of the signs of this inherent status of the disturbance is the 
failure of the big finales to Wagner's operas: the formal failure here 
signals the persistence of the social antagonism. Let us take the 
biggest of them all, the mother of all finales, that of The Twilight of 
the Gods. It is a well-known fact that, in the last minutes, the 
orchestra performs an excessively intricate cobweb of motifs, basi- 
cally nothing less than a recapitulation of the motivic wealth of the 
entire Ring—is this fact not the ultimate proof that Wagner himself 
was not sure about what the final apotheosis of the Ring ‘means’? 
Not being sure of it, he took a kind of ‘flight forward’ and threw 
together all the motifs . . . So the culminating motif of 
‘Redemption through Love’ (a beautiful and passionate melodic 
line which previously appears only in Act II] of Walkure) cannot 
but make us think of Joseph Kerman’s acerbic conrment about the 
last notes of Puccini’s Tosca in which the orchestra bombastically 
tecapitulates the ‘beautiful’ pathetic melodic line of the 
Cavaradossi’s ‘E lucevan le stelle’, as if, unsure of what to do, 
Puccini simply desperately repeated the most ‘effective’ melody 
from the previous score, ignoring all narrative or emotional logic.? 
What if Wagner did exactly the same at the end of The Tivilight of 
the Cods? Not sure about the final twist that should stabilize and 
guarantee the meaning of it all, he took recourse to a beautiful 
melody whose effect is something like ‘whatever all this may mean, 


> Joseph Kerman, Opera as Drama, Berkeley 1988. 
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let us make sure that the concluding impression will be that of 
something triumphant and upbeat in its redemptive beauty . . .’In 
short, what if this final motif enacts an empty gesture? 

It is a commonplace of Wagner studies that the triumphant finale 
of Das Rheingold is a fake, an empty triumph indicating the fragil- 
ity of the gods’ power and their forthcoming downfall—however, 
does the same not go also for the finale of Siegfried? The sublime 
duet of Briinhilde and Siegfried which concludes the opera fails a 
couple of minutes before the ending, with the entry of the motif 
announcing the couple's triumphant reunion (usually designated as 
the motif of ‘happy love’ or ‘love's bond’)—this motif is obviously 
a fake (not to mention the miserable failure of the concluding 
noisy-bombastic orchestral tutti, which lacks the efficiency of the 
gods’ entry to Walhalla in Rhinegold). Does this failure encode 
Wagner's (unconscious?) critique of Siegfried? Recall the additional 
curious fact that this motif is almost the same as—closely related to 
—the Beckmesser motif in Meistersinger (Act III of Siegfried was 
written just after Meistersinger)! Furthermore, does not this empty 
bombastic failure of the final notes also signal the catastrophe-to- 
come of Briinhilde and Siegfried’s love? As such, this ‘failure’ of the 
duet is a structural necessity.’ (One should nonetheless follow 
closely the inner triadic structure of this duet: its entire dynamic is 
on the side of Briinhilde who twice shifts her subjective stance, 
while Siegfried remains the same. First, from her elevated divine 
position, Briinhilde joyously asserts her love for Siegfried; then, 
once she becomes aware of what Siegfried’s passionate advances 
mean—the loss of her safe distanced position—she displays fear of 
losing her identity, of descending to the level of a vulnerable mortal 
woman, man’s prey and passive victim. In a wonderful metaphor, 
she compares herself to a beautiful image in the water which gets 
blurred once man’s hand directly touches and disturbs the water. 
Finally, she surrenders to Siegfried’s passionate love advances and 


4 This love-duet is also one of the Verdi-relapses in Wagner (the best known 
being the revenge-trio that concludes Act I] of The Tivilight of the Gods, apropos 
which Bernard Shaw remarked that it sounds like the trio of the conspirators from 
Un ballo ine mascherd)—Gutman designated it as a farewell to music drama towards 
the ‘rediscovered goal of the ultimate grand opera’ (Robert Gutman, Richard 
Wagner, New York 1968, p. 299). 
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throws herself into the vortex.) However, excepting the last notes, 
Act HI of Siegfried, at least from the moment at which Siegfried 
breaks Wotan’s spear to Briinhilde’s awakening, is not only unbear- 
ably beautiful, but is also the most concise statement of the Oedipal 
problematic in its specific Wagnerian twist 

On his way to the magic mountain where Briinhilde lies, sur- 
rounded by a wall of fire which can be trespassed only by a hero who 
does not know fear, Siegfried first encounters Wotan, the deposed 
(or, rather, abdicated) supreme god, disguised as a Wanderer; Wotan 
tries to stop him, but in an ambiguous way—basically, he wants 
Siegfried to break his spear. After Siegfried disrespectfully does this, 
full of contempt, in his ignorance, for the embittered and wise old 
man, he progresses through the flames and perceives a wonderful 
creature lying there in deep sleep. Thinking that the armoured plate 
on the creature’s chest is making its breathing difficult, he proceeds 
to cut off the straps by his sword; after he raises the plate and sees 
Briinhilde’s breasts, he utters a desperate cry of surprise: ‘Das ist kein 
Mann!/This is no man!’ This reaction, of course, cannot but strike 
us as comic, exaggerated beyond credulity. However, one should 
bear in mind a couple of things here. First, the whole point of the 
story of Siegfried until this moment has been that, while he spent 
his entire youth in the forest in the sole company of the evil dwarf 
Mime who claimed to be his only parent, mother-father, he none- 
theless observed that, in the case of animals, parents are always a 
couple, and thus longs to see his mother, the feminine counterpart 
of Mime. Siegfried’s quest for a woman is thus a quest for sexual 
difference, and the fact that this quest is at the same time the quest 
of fear, of an experience that would teach him what fear is, clearly 
points in the direction of castration—with a specific twist. In the 
paradigmatic Freudian description of the scene of castration {in 
Freud’s late short text on ‘Fetishism’), the gaze discovers an absence 
where a presence (of penis) is expected, while here, Siegfried’s gaze 
discovers an excessive presence (of breasts—and should one add that 
the typical Wagnerian soprano is a voluptuous soprano with large 
breasts, so that Siegfried’s ‘Das ist kein Mann!’ usually gives rise to 
hearty laughter in the audience?) 

Secondly, one should bear in mind here an apparent inconsis- 
tency in the libretto which points the way to a more adequate 
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understanding of this scene: why is Siegfried so surprised at not 
encountering a man, when, prior to it, he emphasizes that he wants 
to penetrate the fire precisely in order to find a woman? To the 
Wanderer, he says: ‘Give ground then, for that way, I know, leads 
to the sleeping woman.’ And, a little later: ‘Go back yourself, brag- 
gart! I must go there, to the burning heast of the blaze, to 
Briinhilde!’ From this, one should draw the only possible conclu- 
sion: while Siegfried was effectively looking for a woman, he did 
not expect her not to be a man. In short, he was looking for a 
woman who would be—not the same as man—but a symmetri- 
cal supplement to man, with whom she would form a balanced sig- 
nifying dyad—and what he found was an unbearable lack/excess 
. . . What he discovered was the excess/lack not covered by the 
binary signifier, that is, the fact that Woman and Man are not com- 
plementary but asymmetrical, that there is no yin—-yang balance— 
in short, that there is no sexual relationship. 

No wonder, then, that Siegfried’s discovery that Briinhilde ‘is no 
man’ gives rise to an outburst of true panic accompanied by a loss 
of reality, in which Siegfried takes refuge with his (unknown) 
mother: ‘That’s no man! A searing spell pierces my heart; a fiery 
anxiety fills my eyes; my senses swim and swoon! Whom can | call 
on to help me? Mother, mother! Think of me!’ He then gathers all 
his courage and decides to kiss the sleeping woman on her lips, 
even if this will mean his own death: ‘Then ! will suck life from 
those sweetest lips, though I die in doing so.’ What follows is the 
majestic awakening of Briinhilde and then the love duet which 
concludes the opera. It is crucial to note that this acceptance of 
death as the price for contacting the feminine Other is accompa- 
nied musically by the echo of the so-called motif of ‘renunciation’, 
arguably the most important leitmotif in the entire tetralogy. This 
motif is first heard in Scene I of Rhinegold, when, answering 
Alberich’s query, Woglinde discloses that ‘nur wer der Minne 
Macht versagt/only the one who renounces the power of love’ can 
take possession of the gold; its next most noticeable appearance 
occurs towards the end of Act I of Walkure, at the moment of the 
most triumphant assertion of love between Sieglinde and 
Siegmund—yjust prior to his extraction of the sword from the tree 
trunk, Siegmund sings it to the words: “Heiligster Minne hoechste 
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Not/holiest love's highest need’. How are we to read these two 
occurrences together? What if one treats them as two fragments of 
the complete sentence that was distorted by ‘dreamwork’, that is, 
rendered unreadable by being split into two?—the solution is thus 
to reconstitute the complete proposition: ‘Love's highest need is to 
renounce its own power’. This is what Lacan calls ‘symbolic cas- 
tration’: if one is to remain faithful to one’s love, one should not 
elevate it into the direct focus of one’s love, one should renounce 
its centrality. Perhaps, a detour through the best (or worst) of 
Hollywood melodrama can help us to clarify this point. The basic 
lesson of King Vidor’s Rhapsody is that, in order to gain the beloved 
woman's love, the man has to prove that he is able to survive 
without her, that he prefers his mission or profession to her. There 
are two immediate choices: (i) my professional career is what 
matters most to me, the woman is just an amusement, a distracting 
affair; (ii) the woman is everything to me, I am ready to humiliate 
myself, to forsake all my public and professional dignity for her. 
They are both false, they lead to the man being rejected by the 
woman. The message of true love is thus: even if you are every- 
thing to me, I can survive without you, I am ready to forsake you 
for my mission or profession. The proper way for the woman to 
test the man’s love is thus to ‘betray’ him at the crucial moment of 
his career (the first public concert in the film, the key exam, the 
business negotiation which will decide his career)—only if he can 
survive the ordeal, and successfully accomplish his task although 
deeply traumatized by her desertion, will he deserve her and will 
she return to him. The underlying paradox is that love, precisely as 
the Absolute, should not be posited as a direct goal—it should 
retain the status of a by-product, of something we receive as an 
undeserved grace. Perhaps, there is no greater love than that of a 
revolutionary couple, where each of the two lovers is ready to 
abandon the other at any moment should the revolution demand 
it. 

What, then, happens when Siegfried kisses the sleeping 
Brinhilde, such that this act deserves to be accompanied by the 
renunciation motif? What Siegfried says is that he will kiss 
Briinhilde ‘though I die in doing so’—reaching out to the Other 
Sex involves accepting one’s mortality. Recall here another sublime 


Foreword: Why is Wagner Worth Saving? — xxiti 


moment from the Ring: in Act II of Walkure, Siegmund literally 
renounces immortality. He prefers to remain a common mortal if 
his beloved Sieglinde cannot follow him to Walhalla, the eternal 
dwelling of the dead heroes—is this not the highest ethical act of 
them all? The shattered Briinhilde comments on this refusal: ‘So 
little do you value everlasting bliss? Is she everything to you, this 
poor woman who, tired and sorrowful, lies limp in your lap? Do 
you think nothing less glorious?’ Ernst Bloch was right to remark 
that what is lacking in German history are more gestures like 
Siegmund’s. 

But which [ove is here renounced? To put it bluntly: the incestu- 
ous maternal love. The ‘fearless hero’ is fearless insofar as he expe~ 
riences himself as protected by his mother, by the maternal 
envelope —what ‘learning to fear’ effectively amounts to is learn- 
ing that one is exposed to the world without any maternal shield. 
It is essential to read this scene in conjunction with the scene from 
Parsifal of Kundry kissing Parsifal: in both cases, an innocent hero 
discovers fear and/or suffering through a kiss located somewhere 
between the maternal and the properly feminine. Until the late 
nineteenth century, the Montenegrins practiced a weird wedding- 
night ritual: in the evening after the marriage ceremony, the son 
climbed into bed with his mother and, after he fell asleep, the 
mother silently withdrew and allowed the bride take her place: after 
spending the rest of the night with the bride, the son had to escape 
from the village up into a mountain and spend a couple of days 
alone there, in order to get accustomed to the shame of being 
married . . . does something homologous not happen to Siegfried? 

However, the difference between Siegfried and Parsifal is that, in 
the first case, the woman is accepted; in the second case, she is 
rejected. This does not mean that the feminine dimension disap- 
pears in Parsifal, and that we remain within the homoerotic male 
community of the Grail. Syberberg was right when, after Parsifal’s 
tejection of Kundry which follows her kiss, ‘the last kiss of the 
mother and the first kiss of a woman’, he replaced Parsifal-the-boy 
with another actor, a young, cold woman—did he not thereby 
enact the Freudian insight according to which identification is, at 
its most radical, identification with the lost (or rejected) libidinal 
object? We become (identify with) the object which we were deprived 
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of, so that our subjective identity is a repository of the traces of our 
lost objects. 

The obverse of this identification is that Parsifal stages the emer- 
gence of anew collective: if Trista enacts redemption as the ecsta- 
tic suicidal escape from the social order, and AMeistersinger the 
resigned integration into the existing social order, then Pasifal con- 
cludes with the invention of a new form of the Social. With 
Parsifal's ‘Disclose the Grail!’ (‘Enthuellt den Graal!’), we pass from 
the Grail community as a closed order where the Grail is revealed 
only during the prescribed time of ritual and only to the circle of 
the initiated, to a new order in which the Grail has to remain 
revealed all the time: ‘No more shall the shrine be sealed!’ (‘Nicht 
soli der mehr verschlossen sein!”). As to the revolutionary conse- 
quences of this change, recall the fate of the Master figure in the 
triad Tristan—Meistersinger—Parsifal (King Marke, Hans Sachs, 
Asnfortas): in the first two works, the Master survives as a saddened 
melancholic figure; in the third, he is deposed and dies. 

Why, then, should we not read Parsifal from today’s perspective: 
the kingdom of Klingsor in Act II is a domain of digital phantas- 
magoria, of virtual amusement—Harry Kupfer was right to stage 
Klingsor’s magic garden as a video parlour, with Flower Girls 
reduced to fragments of female bodies (faces. legs . . .) appearing 
on dispersed TV screens. Is Klingsor not a kind of Master of the 
Matrix, manipulating virtual reality, a combination of Murdoch 
and Gates? And when we pass from Act II to Act III, do we not 
effectively pass from fake virtual reality to the ‘desert of the real’, 
the ‘wasteland’ in the aftermath of ecological catastrophe which 
derailed the ‘normal’ functioning of nature. Is Parsital not a model 
for Keanu Reeves in The Matrix, with Laurence Fishburne in the 
role of Gurnemanz? 

One is thus tempted to offer a direct ‘vulgar’ answer to the ques- 
tion: what on earth was Parsifal doing on his journey in the long 
time which passes between Acts I] and III? The answer is: the true 
‘Grail’ is the people and its suffering. What if he simply became 
acquainted with human misery, suffering and exploitation? So 
what if the new collective is something like a revolutionary party, 
what if one takes the risk of reading Parsifal as the precursor of 
Brecht’s Lehrstiicke, what if its topic of sacrifice points towards that 
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of Brecht’s Die Massnahwne, which was put to music by Hans Eisler, 
the third great pupil of Schoenberg, after Berg and Webern? Is not 
the topic of both Parsifal and Bie Massnalime that of learning: the 
hero has to learn how to help people in their suffering. The 
outcome, however, is the opposite: in Wagner, compassion; in 
Brecht/Eisler, the strength not to give way to one’s compassion and 
directly act on it. However, this opposition itself is relative: the 
shared motif is that of cold/distanced compassion. The lesson of 
Brecht is the art of cold compassion, compassion with suffering 
which learns to resist the immediate urge to help others; the lesson 
of Wagner is cold compassion, the distanced saintly attitude (recall 
the cold girl into which Parsifal turns in Syberberg’s version) which 
nonetheless retains compassion. Wagner’s lesson (and Wotan’s 
insight) about how the greatest act of freedom is to accept and 
freely enact what necessarily has to occur, is strangely echoed in the 
basic lesson of Brecht’s ‘learning plays’: what the young boy to be 
killed by his colleagues has to learn is the art of Einverstaendnis, of 
accepting his own killing which will occur anyway. 

And what about the misogyny which obviously sustains this 
option? Is it not that Parifal negated the shared presupposition of 
the first two works, their assertion of love (ecstat‘c courtly love, 
marital love), opting for the exclusive male community? However, 
what if, here also, Syberberg was right: after Kundry’s kiss, in the 
very rejection of (hysterical-seductive) femininity, Parsifal turns 
into a woman, adopts a feminine subjective position? What if what 
we effectively are confronted with is a dedicated ‘radical’ commu- 
nity led by a cold ruthless woman, a new Joan of Arc? 

And what about the notion that the Grail community is an elitist 
closed initiatic circle? Parsifal’s final injunction to disclose the Grail 
undermines this false alternative of elitism/populism: every true 
elitism is universal, addressed at everyone and all, and there is some- 
thing inherently vulgar about secret initiatic Gnostic wisdoms. 
There is a standard complaint of numerous Parsifal lovers: a great 
opera with several passages of breathtaking beauty—but, nonethe- 
less, the two long narratives of Gurnemanz (taking most of the first 
halves of Acts I and III) are Wagner at his worst: a boring recapit- 
ulation of past deeds already known to us, lacking any dramatic 
tension. Our proposed ‘Communist’ reading of Parsifal entails a full 
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rehabilitation of these two narratives as crucial momenw of the 
opera—the fact that they may appear ‘boring’ is to be understood 
along the lines of a short poem by Brecht from the early 1950s, 
addressed to a nameless worker in the G.D.R. who, after long hours 
of work, is obliged to listen to a boring political speech by a local 
party functionary: 


You are exhausted from long work 
The speaker is repeating himself 

His speech is long-winded, he speaks with strain 
Bo not forget, the tired one: 

He speaks the truth® 


This is the role of Gurnemanz, no more and no less than the agent 
—the mouthpiece, why not—of truth. In this precise case, the 
very predicate of ‘boring’ is an indicator (a vector even) of truth as 
opposed to the dazzling perplexity of jokes and superficial amuse- 
ments. (There is, of course, another sense in which, as Brecht knew 
very well, dialectics itself is inherently comical.) 

And what about the final call of the Chorus ‘Redeem the 
Redeemer!’, which some read as the anti-Semitic statement 
‘redeem/save Christ from the clutches of the Jewish tradition, de- 
Semitize him’? What if we read this line more literally, as echoing the 
other ‘tautological’ statement from the finale, ‘the wound can be 
healed only by the spear which smote it {die Wunde schhesst der 
Speer nur, der sie schlug)’? Is this not the key paradox of every rev- 
olutionary process, in the course of which not only is violence 
needed to overcome the existing violence, but the revolution, in 
order to stabilize itself into a New Order, has to eat its own children? 

‘Wagner a proto-Fascist? Why not leave behind this search for the 
‘proto-Fascist’ elements in Wagner and, rather, in a violent gesture 
of appropriation, re-inscribe Parsifal in the tradition of radical rev- 
olutionary parties? Perhaps, such a reading enables us also to cast a 
new light on the link between Parsifal and the Ring. The Ring 
depicts a pagan world, which, following its inherent logic, has 
to end in a global catastrophe; however, there are survivors of 
this catastrophe, the nameless crowd of humanity which silently 


® Bertolt Brecht, Die Gedichte in einem Band, Frankfurt 1999, p. 1005. 
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witnesses God’s self-destruction. In the unique figure of Hagen, 
the Ring also provides the first portrait of what will later emerge as 
the Fascist leader; however, since the world of the Ring is pagan, 
caught in the Oedipal family conflict of passions, it cannot even 
address the true problem of how this humanity, the force of the 
New, is to organize itself, of how it should learn the truth about its 
place; this is the task of Parsifal, which therefore logically follows 
the Ring. The conflict between Oedipal dynamics and the post- 
Oedipal universe is inscribed within Parsifal itself: Klingsor’s and 
Amfortas’ adventures are Oedipal, then what happens with Parsifal’s 
big turn (rejection of Kundry) is precisely that he leaves behind the 
Oedipal incestuous eroticism, opening himself up to a new com- 
mumity. 

So—back to Adorno—it is only through such a betrayal of the 
explicit theses of Adorno’s Wagner study that, today, one can 
remain faithful to its emancipatory impulse. In 1995, at a confer- 
ence on Wagner at Columbia University in New York, after the 
majority of participants had exceeded each other in the art of 
unmasking the anti-Semitic and proto-Fascist dimension of 
Wagner’s art, a member of the public asked a wonderful naive ques- 
tion: ‘So if all you are saying is true, if anti-Semitism is not just 
Wagner's private idiosyncrasy, but something which concerns the 
very core of his art, why, then, should we still listen to Wagner 
today, after the experience of Holocaust? When we enjoy Wagner’s 
music, does this stigniatize us with complicity or acquiescence, at 
least, in the Holocaust?’ The embarrassed participants—with the 
honourable exception of one honest fanatical anti-Wagnerite who 
really meant it, proposing that we stop performing Wagner— 
teplied with confused versions of ‘No, of course we did not mean 
that, Wagner wrote wonderful music . . .’—a totally unconvincing 
compronuise, even worse than the standard aestheticist answer: 
“Wagner as a private person had his defects, but he wrote music of 
incomparable beauty, and in his art, there is no trace of anti- 
Semitism . . .’ Is, then, the enjoyment of Wagner to remain an 
obscene secret to be disavowed in public academic discourse? 

The battle for Wagner is not over: today, after the exhaustion of 
the critical—historicist and aestheticist paradigms, it is entering its 
decisive phase. 


